L   UNTOUCHABILITT

1  have received so many comments on Shastri Vasantram's
letter1 giving his interpretation of untouchability that it would
take up too much space to publish them all.   However, I regard
these comments as a good sign.   Everyone of the correspondents
wants the issue to be determined on a religious and philosophical
level. Their comments show that they will not be satisfied with a
purely pragmatic solution of the problem.      If Hindu society,
though providing Antjajas2 with all facilities, continues to look
upon them as untouchables even if they take a bath after coming
into contact with filth, these fundamentalists would regard it as un-
bearable and sinful. These correspondents are not reformers.   They
do not believe that all that is ours is bad and all that is Euro-
pean is good; they are men of moderation.   They look upon them-
selves as Hindus and take pride in the fact.   They attach the ut-
most importance to self-restraint.   I am overpowered with joy at
this and, in their uncompromising attitude, I see an early deli-
verance from the sin of untouchability.

We occupy ourselves so much with hair-splitting discussions
about what the Shastras mean that, instead of turning dust into
corn we turn corn into dust, cling to the bran and leave the grain,
run after insipid whey and forget the butter. The letters lying
around me indicate that we are about to leave behind the age
of songs and enter the age of action. There are four castes, and
not five. The practice of untouchability is not evidence of self-
restraint, it is not a restriction inherent in the caste system. To
regard as untouchable those also who are outside the pale of the
caste system is not the way of compassion but of hard-heartedness.
The soul is never polluted by the touch of the leper; on the con-
trary, if such contact is inspired by a spirit of service, it is ele-
vated. Service of the Bhangi3 is dharma; compassion lies in nurs-
ing an ailing Bhangi before others. If such a Bhangi has been en-
gaged in sanitary work, to take a bath [after contact with him] is
simple hygiene and is absolutely necessary, but failure to do so
does not threaten one with spiritual ruin. There can be sin in
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2 Etymologically, "last-born"   lowest on   the   social scale; traditionally
charged with sanitary duties

3 One of the communities attending to scavenging work
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